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Y.A.P. Revisited:
Empowering All Young Authors
BY JUDITH A.BLESER
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hank you for letting me be a part of the Young Authors' Program. I used to hate writing because I
thought it was boring. Now I love it because I am an author." This simple testimonial, written to me
by a third-grade boy with learning disabilities, was compelling evidence of the success and potential
of a newly revised Young Authors Program implemented by our local school board. His letter validated my data
while at the same time touched my heart.
Young Authors Programs are nothing new. For many
years, our local school district and others across North
America have implemented annual writing projects
focusing on creating students' books (Daku, 1977;
Chihak, 1999; Girling-Butcher, 1991; Harris Sharples,
1989; Gorsuch & Furnas, 1989; Kiuiranta, 1985;
Moutray& Ennis, 1998; Nikolay, 1982; Romano,
2000; Wetzel, 1985). Young Authors Programs teach
and motfvate students to develop their writing craft
through the use of the writing process (Graves, 1991;
Calkins, 1986) and writers' workshop (Atwell, 1987;
Calkins, 1986).
I became familiar with the concept more than 10 years
ago, not as a literacy specialist or professor, but as
the parent of a second grader. In preparation for the
Annual District Young Authors Program, my daughter's teacher implemented the writing process into all
of the students' work by having them draft, revise,
edit, and publish their creative writing, science, and
social studies work into spiral bound books. Initially,
my daughter beamed with pride as she brought her
samples home. Then one day she came home crying
and announced that her work didn't make the cut.
Only the "best of the best" work was selected for the
annual Young Authors competition. My daughter's
work never qualified.

Fast-forward 10 years. Now, as a university professor teaching language arts and special education, I
stress to my education students the value of authentic
writing activities such as book publishing. I emphasis
the interconnectedness of reading and writing, stating
that the more opportunities students have to write, the
greater the probability that their reading skills will
develop (Chihak, 1999; Smith, 1982). In order to learn
to write, you must examine and analyze a range of
writing styles, formats, and genres as they appear in
books. You appreciate and value the work of an author
when you see yourself as an author (Tierney, 1983).
Studies suggest that children's motivation and enthusiasm to read and write are increased using the Young
Authors Model (Brand, 1992; Freeman, 1990; Gorsuch & Furnas, 1989; Oldfath, 1995; Smith, 1982).
I was interested in exposing my teacher education
students to a Young Authors Program. Yet, what was
once a strong, vital program had all but disappeared.

Where, Oh, Where
Did The Programs Go?
One of the main reasons for the program's demise
was the perception that it became far too competitive, with a focus on awarding only the most talented
writers. Too much classroom time was devoted to this
competitive aspect rather than developing all students'
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writing skills through the writing process. In many
ways, the same fundamental problem in this program
is inherent in spelling bees, speech competitions, and
science fairs. Typically, the same students win year
after year, creating frustration and disappointment for
all others. Yet, these talented, gifted writers are rarely
the ones who need to be motivated to read or write.
They most likely would be successful without such
competitions. It is the struggling writers, many with
limited English proficiency or special needs, who need
that extra push, motivation, and support.

Young Authors Program: Revisited
I was determined to reinvent a Young Authors
Program (Y.A.P.) with the aim of motivating and
developing all students' skills in reading, writing, and
literacy. This revised program would differ from previous models in the following ways. First, this project
would celebrate and recognize all students' writing
rather than creating a competition that awarded only
the "best" writers. Second, particular attention and
support would be provided for students with special
needs who may have previously been excluded from
writing experiences. Third, all students participating
would receive a "hard-copy" bound book rather than
"school-made books." Fourth, participating teachers
would be instrumental in developing a program that
met their needs rather than implementing a program
designed by administration. Finally, to underscore the
belief that literacy development is a community-wide
responsibility and not solely developed in the schools,
public library involvement and community funding
would be highlighted. After planning and collaborating with the school district, University Advancement,
public library and community agencies for more than
a year, a new Y.A.P. was successfully implemented.

with a presentation of certificates to each student and
all teachers. The newspaper, radio, and television
stations covered the event, further delighting the
students.

"Published" Books
In the original Young Authors Program the students
did their own bookbinding, creating soft-covered,
laminated spiral bound books. In this new approach,
students kept portfolios of their writing drafts
throughout the year and selected their favorite pieces
for publication during the spring. The bookbinding
company used by the university for thesis and dissertation copying provided hardbound copies at a
very reasonable cost. Other children's bookbinding
companies can be easily accessed on-line.

A Program For All Students
The goal for this project was to encourage, support
and guide all children's writing. Early on in the
program one teacher said:
My first instinct was to do this writing
project in the afternoon when my special
needs students were in their resource room.
After our first orientation meeting, I had a
total change of heart. I was determined that
all my students would participate. I worked
collaboratively with the resource room
teacher. During the mornings I worked on
writing in our class and then the resource
room teacher provided additional support
to the special needs children in her room in
the afternoon. Rather than having no exposure to writing, they actually got double
time and successfully completed a story.

Celebration Rather Than Competition
Every student who participated in the program was
honored at a Young Authors Night Celebration held at
the university. All the students' eyes lit up as they saw
their books, with their names on the front covers and
spines, for the first time. The books were displayed
throughout the building with Authors' Chairs arranged
nearby to encourage students to share and read their
work to parents and friends. The evening concluded
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In several classes teachers scribed or had parents write
down the story for students. One teacher in particular
stated:
It gave me an opportunity to focus on
some syntax with one boy. I would first
scribe it exactly as he said it and then we
would analyze it together to decide if it
sounded better with some restructuring. I
actually think he learned about tense agreement in the process.

Each teacher agreed that the goal and final outcome
ranged greatly within their classrooms. Some students
created long, detailed stories
with elaborate illustrations
while others were thrilled
to submit partial stories
with limited vocabulary and
broken sentences. But each
student worked to the best of
his or her ability; virtually
all students remained motivated and focused, and were
proud of their work. Out of
181 students in the project,
180 books were produced,
including the work of 19 students with special needs.
Only one student did not submit a book due to many
absences.

Empowering Teachers
The role and input of teachers in this project was
another distinguishing feature from previous programs. According to some of the founding organizers,
one of the concerns of the original Young Authors
Program was that it grew too large and was overwhelming for many of the teachers. They did not feel
that they had a choice or voice in the direction that the
program was headed. Top-down programs, mandated
and controlled by administration, are not effective
because teachers do not have a sense of ownership or
control (Fullan, 1999, 1993).
The intent of this project was not to tell teachers how
to implement the program but to work together to
develop a teacher-friendly program. We met monthly
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to plan the program, share success stories, and voice
ideas and concerns. For example, early on in the year
a number of the teachers said that they had given
up on the writing process in previous years because
it was too labor intensive and time-consuming. We
decided that it might be appropriate and more efficient
to, at times, focus only on certain stages of the writing
process. Although revising and editing develops the
writing craft, we decided that focusing only on the
pre-write and drafting stages in some pieces might
encourage ideas and the flow of writing. The group
felt much more comfortable with generating numerous
drafts throughout the year
and revising, editing, storyboarding, and publishing
a select few in the spring.
One teacher stated, "If I
had expected all my kids to
revise and edit each draft,
nothing would have gotten
done. I have six students
with special needs; completing tasks are a major deal.
That expectation would have
been just too overwhelming." Another summed it up
by stating, "In the real world we don't revise and edit
everything we ever write, we make choices of what
we are going to share with others and make sure those
pieces are in a finalized format. So this is actually
more representative of authentic writing."

Community Involvement
Literacy development should be a community-wide
responsibility involving a commitment from schools,
families, and community agencies. We worked closely
with the university's vice president of advancement
to obtain funding and grants from local community
agencies including the Library Foundation and other
children's charities creating a citywide initiative.
The public library served as one of the local collaborators. Arrangements were made with each of the
local branch libraries to display the children's books
throughout the month of July encouraging all students
to visit and use the library during the summer months.
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One recommendation for future years would be to
make two copies of each book and arrange for additional copies to be purchased by parents. Numerous
children did not want to place their only copy on
display in the library during the summer for fear that
it might be destroyed. Additionally, parents frequently
called requesting extra copies for grandparents and
other family members.

Program Evaluation
All teachers were extremely positive about the project
and their involvement. One teacher stated:
I have taught third grade for many years
and I have never seen so much interest in
language arts before. It seemed as though
whatever subject we were studying, the kids
wanted to write about it. They kept asking
if they could turn their assignments into
story drafts.
Another teacher said:
In the past, I had always felt disappointed that my interest and passion in
writing never transferred to my students.
But this year I had the vehicle to inspire
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them. We produced so much more and the
quality was far superior to work in prior
years. I know we read more too. We were
always reading because it helped us with
our writing. This year's reading graphs
were much higher than previous years.

Future Research Questions
Teacher feedback and recommendations are helpful
to ensure that a well-run program is in place prior to
engaging in any future research in literacy development. Future research questions to explore include: In
what ways and to what extent does the Young Authors
Program enhance students' literacy development?
How does the Young Authors Program affect students'
motivation in reading and writing? Does increased
motivation in reading and writing lead to improvements in literacy skills? Does the Young Authors
Program enhance students' self-esteem and view of
themselves as competent authors? If the children's
comments from their thank-you letters along with the
look of delight and pride in their eyes upon seeing
their published work at the Young Authors Night
Celebration are any indication, future research should
be both informative and rewarding.
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